Philosophical implications of the systemic and patient-oriented management of chronic heart failure.
Chronic heart failure is a lifelong disease that involves a large variety of symptoms and, ultimately, the entire organism relatively early in the disease process. At least in part, this is in contrast to other chronic conditions such as diabetes, renal failure or cancer. Modern treatment of patients with chronic heart failure goes beyond the mere prescription of vasodilators or inotropes. The multitude of multi-organ involvements and associated symptoms unrelated to pure cardiac contractile failure, as well as the psychosocial burden for patients and their direct environment, calls for a re-engagement with the philosophical aspects of medical care. Such a process may well challenge the approach commonly taken by health care providers. We further suggest a broader and more holistic view of medical care--in this case in regard to heart failure--and one that is based on patients' and physicians' understanding of health and disease, autonomy, suffering, existential values and expectations that might positively affect treatment strategies and outcomes.